THE DARK AGES IN ENGLAND
THE ELEVENTH CENTURY: THE LAST OF
THE DARK AGES (1002-66)
The Coining of Canute. The coming of Canute, nearly
twenty-two years of him, of which nineteen were those of his
unchallenged power, is for England the last of the Dark Ages,
and the dawn of the Middle Ages.
I have said that the year 1000 forms the rough landmark for
the division between the two periods. England commonly lags
behind the continent of Europe in these general movements
(though the episode of St Dunstan was an exception to this), and
in Canute's time the country lagged behind the general move-
ment of Christendom. Beyond the Channel everything was
awakening, the vigorous Norman state was fully formed, the
new French monarchy—which was to be the type and model
of the reawakened monarchy all over the West, and the central
organ thereof—was well in the saddle. The " Great Curiosity"
was awakening, with the first sceptical question on religion,
which was soon to become the great debate on the Real Presence
in the Sacrament, with which Northern France was filled. The
advance against the Mohammedan in Spain had begun, and
within half a lifetime the first decisive victory was to be won
in the re-establishment of Christendom south of the Pyrenees.
The reform of organization and practice in the Church was on
the way, notably the better discipline of the clergy and the
strengthening of the central power of Rome. All these things
were beginning to move with vigour in the generation following
the year 1000, But in England things had been put back by
the perpetual harrying of the pirate invasions.
None the less, Canute's period is the beginning of new things
here. This is not due to Canute's own character, for he was
still something of a barbarian, though of greater intelligence
than the rest, having a Polish mother. It was simply the spirit
of the time at work. But Canute by his vigour did keep things
together and afforded English society a breathing-space for twenty
years.
The First Three Years. The armed men and the fleet
acclaimed Canute as King of England immediately on his
father's death. He was then nineteen, almost a dwarf in stature,
as we have seen, very energetic, but through his Polish mother
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